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Disordered Eating from Interpersonal 
Relationships and Body Comparisons
Taylor Dawson
Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to discuss how women's 
relationships (with sisters, mothers, female friends and 
significant others) along with thin ideal media shape beauty 
ideals and contribute to eating disorders. I studied scholarly 
articles pertaining to exposure to underweight and healthy 
weight models and its effect on women. I also examined 
articles that discussed different types of comparisons that 
women made on themselves against the female figures in their 
lives. I examined studies on parental disordered eating and 
perceived body image. My preliminary conclusion is that 
women's comparisons in their interpersonal relationships have 
more of an effect on disordered eating and beauty ideals than 
thin ideal media. To help with the low self-esteem that creates 
these negative comparisons, girls should be raised and 
encouraged to develop a high image of self, but more research 
is needed on body comparisons to find a way to affectively 
and successfully correct these negative comparisons with 
accuracy. 
Introduction
Eating disorders like anorexia, bulimia, and binge eating 
disorder are becoming more and more common in the United 
States. 20 million women in America suffer from an eating 
disorder at some point in their lives according to the National 
Eating Disorders Association. Many people believe that thin 
ideal media is causing the increase of eating disorders. 
Another vein of current literature asserts that girls compare 
themselves to other women, which leads to disordered eating.  
It is important that we try to minimize, or even eradicate, 
eating disorders to foster a healthier lifestyle for women. To 
solve this problem, we need to understand how women's 
relationships (with sisters, mothers, female friends and 
significant others) along with thin ideal media shape beauty 
ideals and contribute to eating disorders. Disordered eating 
can lead to mental health issues like anxiety, depression and 
others. Eating disorders can also cause a range of physical 
health problems from mild anemia and intestinal problems to 
organ failure, brain damage, and can sometimes lead to death. 
Although popular media creates an incredibly skewed thin 
ideal for women, interpersonal relationships are far more 
detrimental to body image and can lead to disordered eating 
because women consciously and subconsciously compare 
themselves to the female figures in their lives which creates 
low self-esteem and low self-image.
Results/Discussion
Women are always being objectified, as stated by the 
Objectification Theory; women in Western culture have their 
worth measured by their appearance. This leads women to 
subconsciously compare themselves to the women around 
them. It is somewhat difficult to find quantitative 
measurements for how much of an effect some of these 
influences have, but it looks as though relationships (with 
family and friends) are the biggest contributor to disordered 
eating. 
While sifting through the current literature, I found that the 
female figures in a girl’s life have the most affect on how 
they view themselves. Women develop a sense of self early 
in their lives, but have that challenged by the female figures 
in the lives. Girls compare their bodies to the bodies of their 
mothers, best female friends, and their sisters closest in age. 
These negative comparisons lead to low self-esteem and 
body dissatisfaction.
Conclusion
The thinness of women in media has an effect on women’s body 
dissatisfaction, but not to the extent that most people would 
expect it to. Even with the constant bombardment of the thin-
ideal, body dissatisfaction (which can lead to disordered eating) 
is not as effected by media as it is by the influences of female 
family and peers. 
Body dissatisfaction from negative comparisons can lead to 
disordered eating. Negative comparisons are detrimental, but it 
hard to pinpoint a way to correct this to fix low self-esteem and 
low self-image. There are some suggestions to foster a body-
positive environment in our homes and schools. Body 
acceptance should be encouraged. Young girls should be taught 
to love themselves, regardless of what they look like, early on 
so that they can develop a good self-image and self-worth that 
will carry them through life and make them strong so there is 
less of a chance that they will be susceptible to make negative 
comparisons.
Works Cited
[1] Fernandez, S. & Pritchard, M. (2012). Relationships between self-esteem, media influence and 
drive for thinness. Eating Behaviors, 13, 321-325. doi:10.1016/j.eatbeh.2012.05.004
[2] Goldschmidt, A. B., Wall, M. M., Choo, T. J., Bruening, M., Eisenberg, M. E. & Neumark-
Sztainer, D. (2013). Examining associations between adolescent binge eating and binge eating in 
parents and friends. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 47, 325-328. doi:10.1002/eat.22192
[3] Grabe, S. L., Ward, M., & Hyde, J. S. (2008). The role of the media in body image concern 
among women: a meta-analysis of experimental and correlational studies. Psychological Bulletin, 
134, 460-476. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.134.3.460
[4] Halliwell, E. (2013). The impact of thin idealized media images on body satisfaction: Does body 
appreciation protect women from negative effects? Body Image, 10, 509-514. 
doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2013.07.004
[5] Johnson, S. M., Edwards, K. M., & Gidycz, C. A. (2014). Interpersonal weight-related pressure 
and disordered eating: a test of an expanded tripartite influence model. Sex Roles, 72, 15-24. 
doi:10.1007/s11199-014-0442-0
[6] Lev-Ari, L., Baumgarten-Katz, I., & Zohar, A.H. (2014). Mirror, mirror on the wall: How women 
learn body dissatisfaction. Eating Behaviors, 15, 397-402. doi:10.1016/j.eatbeh.2014.04.015
[7] Owen, R., & Spencer, R.M.C. (2013). Body ideals in women after viewing images of typical and 
healthy weight models. Body Image, 10, 489-494. doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2013.04.005
[8] Vartanian, L. R., & Dey, S. (2013). Self-concept clarity, thin-ideal internalization, and 
appearance-related social comparisons as predictors of body dissatisfaction. Body Image: An 
International Journal of Research, 10, 495-500. doi:10.1016/j.bodyim.2013.05.004
Acknowledgements
Thanks to Professor Prichard for sending me on this journey 
to study something so important and interesting.
